j.   Socio-Political Interactions

We have already seen that the urge for linification
in ancient India could not achieve political unity on a
permanent basis. We have also seen that the urge for unity
expressed itself in terms of civilisation and culture. One
expression of this cultural unity is to be found in the political
institutions which were then developed and persist to
modern times. One fact has often attracted notice. In
spite of the many changes in kings and kingdoms, the
organised social life of the community has hardly changed
in the last two or three thousand years. The village republics
which were established in India in early times are in one
sense extant to this day.

The communities described in the Vedas and the Upani-
shads were popular and democratic. The will of the people
found expression in elected assemblies and democratically
governed institutions. There are also references to elected
kings and to the power of banishing kings or recalling banish-
ed kings. With the rise and consolidation of empires, the
power of the popular assemblies was curtailed. The survival
of Panchayats and their exercise of wide, if undefined, powers
prove that the democratic tradition has never wholly died.

In the earliest period, each group of villages had its
samiti or elected assembly* It conceded the right of free
expression and open discussion to all its members and
decided not only political but social and religious questions
as well. The Buddhist monasteries were also democratic
orders. There is evidence to suggest that even the establish-
ment of the Maurya empire did not destroy these republics,
Asoka's empire was perhaps a loose federation rather than
an empire in the commonly accepted sense of the word*
This would also explain its magnitude. We have reason to
believe that under Bindusara the empire did not extend
beyond what is modern Hyderabad. The only country